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Ersu language 


The Ersu language proper (Chinese: M Ersu ) is a Qian gic 

language spoken in western Sichuan, China. It is the most widely 
spoken of the three Ersu languages. There are 13,000 speakers 
according to Sun (1982). 
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Ersu 

Native to 

China 

Native speakers 

(-13,000 cited 
1982)! 1 ] 

Language 

family 

Sino-Tibetan 

■ Qiangic 

■ Ersuic 

■ Ersu 

Writing system 

Ersu Shaba 
script 

Language codes 

ISO 639-3 

ers 

Glottolog 

ersul241 (htt 

p://glottolog.o 

rg/resource/lan 

guoid/id/ersul2 

41) [2] 


Varieties 


Yu (2012) lists three varieties of Ersu, all of which are spoken in southern Sichuan. 

■ Zeluo Ersu: Sun (1982, 1991)[ 3 ^ 4 ] documents Ersu of Zela Township (or Zeluo PJ;&), 

Yutian District iEESIx, Ganluo County Sichuan (Sun 1991:231). 

■ Qingshui Ersu: The Qingshui dialect of Ersu documented by Liu (1983)^ is spoken in 

Qingshui Village }§7j<fct, Liaoping Township Ganluo County Sichuan. 

■ Hanyuan Ersu (extinct): Ersu of Hanyuan County, Sichuan, which is now extinct, was 
documented in Baber (1882).^ 

Classification 


Ersu is currently categorized as a member of the southern subgroup of the Qiangic branch within the Sino- 
Tibetan language family, though there is debate over the classification due to the lack of information about 
the language history and the precise criteria underlying the grouping not being specified. 





















History 


There is generally few written records available in Ersu, therefore not much is known about the history of 
the people who spoke it. While it has been theorized that the Ersu people moved from Tibet, or were from 
neighbouring ethnic groups such as the Yi, there is some evidence that the Ersu predated even the Yi in 
settlement in that area. The Yi people who moved during the Tang Dynasty to the regions near where the 
Ersu resided documented the Ersu as "the aboriginals". Therefore, it is argued that the Ersu people's 
settlement in the place they can be found now must be no later than the beginning of the Tang Dynasty. 


Orthography 


Most of the early Ersu people could not read or write since there are 
no written scripts to represent their vernacular language. The only 
ones who were literate were the religious practitioners called 
"Shaba". 

Shaba were believed to "know everything in the sky above and the 
earth underneath", and possessed magical powers that allowed them 
to chant scriptures to call for rain or curse the enemies of the Ersu. 

They are still active in the Ersu communities to the present day. They are always present at important events 
such as festivals, weddings, and funerals. 



They are also important most likely because they were the only group of people who were able to read the 
only form of written script found in Ersu history. It is currently known as Shaba pictographic script. The not 
much is known about the script, only that it used to be only taught from father to son ( not daughter) in a 
Shaba family. Now, there are less than 10 people who can read the script and much fewer who can 
understand it in the region. 

There are about 200 independent Shaba characters which are not 
directly linked to the Ersu people's spoken language, and one 
character may correspond with one or more syllables. Often it may 
take several lines of words to explain one character. Each aspect of 
the "picture" would convey a meaning. Different animals would 
usually indicate different months or dates. Colors also conveyed 
meaning. They often matched the "five elements" as follows: metal 
is dark, wood is green, water is dark grey, fire is red, and earth is 
yellow. 



Phonology 


Consonants 

Ersu has 37 simple initial consonants and 22 cluster initial consonants. Besides the ones found in Mandarin 
loanwords, there are no syllabic final consonants. 

The following table shows the phonological system of speakers of about age 50 and younger. All the sounds 
represented below are word initial except the nasals, which can also occasionally be used as an independent 
syllable. 













active anculator 

labio- 

apioo- 

dorso- 

glottal 

passive articulator 

bilabial 

dental 

alveolar 

post-alveolar 

alveo-palatal 

retroflex 

velar 

voiceless 

unaspiratcd 

stop 

P 


t 




k 

? 

voiceless 

aspirated 

■ 


t* 




k* 


voiced 

b 


d 




9 


voiceless 

unaspirated 

affricate 



Is 


1C 

«? 



voiceless 

aspirated 



ts h 


tc h 

* h 



voiced 



dz 


dz 




voiceless 

fricative 


f 

s 


MIMi 

9 

X 


voiced 


V 

z 

3 


21 



nasal 

tu 


u 


u 


U 


lateral fricative 



i 






lateral approximant 



1 






appro xunant 

w 




EHH1 





Ersu Phonological inventory 

There are 22 cluster initials, eighteen of which are composed of two consonants and four are composed of 3 
consonants. They are as follows: 


active articulator 

labio- 

apico- 

dorso- 

passive articulator 

bilabial 

alveolar 

alveo-palatal 

retroflex 

velar 

voiceless aspirated 

stop 

n P h 

nt“ 



nk h 

voiced 

nb 

nd 



ng 

voiceless aspirated 

affricate 


nts 1 ' 

ntc h 

nt$ h 


voiced 


ndz 

ndz 

ndzi 


voiceless aspirated 

fricative 


ps, p h s, np''s 


pg, p"g, np'*g 


voiced 


bz, nbz 


nb^. 



Ersu Cluster Initials 


There is also some restrictions on what vowels the cluster initials can precede and are generally more 
limited than the number of vowels that the simple consonants can precede. 


























































Cluster initial 

Vowel 

/np h / 

/a/, lol, Id, Id, IM 

Inbl 

lol, lol ; lul. Id, lil 

/nt h / 

a . o . u . ua 

/nd/ 

lol, lol. Id, l\l 

/nts h / 

lol, lol, lol. Id, V 

Indzl 

lol, la 1 !, lul. Id, Id, lil, /y 

/ntc h / 

lol, lol, N 

/nd*/ 

lol, lil 

/nkV 

lol. Id, Id 

Ingl 

Id, Id, Id, Id 

/ntg h / 

Id, Id, Id, lil 

Indz^ 

Id, Id, Id, /y 

/ps/, /p h s/, /np h s/, /bz/, InbzJ, /p§/, /p h s/, /npV, /nbz/ 

N 


Ersu Cluster initial consonants and vowels chart 
More on allophones of these consonants can be found in Zhang, S.'s 2013 dissertation. 


Vowels 

Their vowel system includes seven basic vowels, three rhotic vowels, six diphthongs, and one triphthong. 
Ersu does not have nasalized vowels, however, there are nasalized vowels in loan words from Chinese. 
There are no long vowels. 

The seven basic vowels are: /i/, /y/, /u/, /£/, /0/, /a/ and /o/. The three rhotic vowels are: /a J /, /3 1 /, and lo 1 /. 

There are also six diphthongs, three rising and three falling. The three rising diphthongs are /i£/, /id/ and 
/ua/. The three falling diphthongs end with a less prominent front vowel /i/, but begin with a more 
prominent vowel. They are: /ui/, /£i/, and /ai/. All of the diphthongs besides /ua/ are not frequently found in 
Ersu, only in a few individual words, /ua/ is found in a large number of words, following a variety of 
consonant initials such as /k h /, /k/, /n/, /i]/, III, /ts h /, /§/, and Ixl. 

/uao/ is the only triphthong found in Ersu, and only to exist in one word [zuao] 'bowl'. 


Syllable Structure and Types 

The basic syllable pattern is CV. C can be a single consonant or consonant cluster. V can be a single vowel, 
diphthong, or triphthong. Native words of Ersu do not contain coda consonants. Each syllable will have a 
nucleus that is a vowel, diphthong, or triphthong, and very rarely a syllabic nasal. 

Often a syllable can be simply V or C. The vowels /a/, la x l and Ib x I can function as a syllable V. Nasals 
/m/, Ini, and /i]/ can also form independent syllables as C, however they are much rarer. 


Lastly, there is the NCV pattern, which refers to nasalized syllables, where the N stands for a nasal Ini or 
/m/. The rest of the structure is the same as the basic CV structure above. 



Tones 


The tone bearing unit is a syllable, and each syllable is obligatorily assigned a tone. There are two tones 
with contrastive minimal pairs found in Ersu; high level, and mid level. The assignment of the tones in a 
particular morpheme or word is unpredictable, though data suggests that the high level tone is much more 
frequent than the mid level tone. The pitch contour of the Ersu tones is also much less stable/consistent 
compared to Mandarin Chinese, and often have contextual variation. 

Below is an example of the contrastive minimal pairs of words with tonal differences. ['] marks the mid 
level tone, and nothing marks the high level tone. 


Tone 


Ex. 

doss 

Tone 

Ex. 

doss 

tio 

‘day’ 

mid level 

no 

‘bronze’ 

nbo 

‘deaf 


nbo 

‘horse’ 

ijna 

‘silver’ 


ijna 

‘ox’ 

si 

‘three’ 


s) 

‘only’ 

se 

‘who’ 


sebe 

‘plum* 

yo 

‘sheep’ 


yd 

‘lsgOTR* 

zo 

‘targeted’ 


zo 

•four’ 

fl 

‘taste’ 


fl 

‘meat’ 

tsil 

‘bean’ 


tsii 

take out’ 

da-ba 

‘befall’ 


da-ba 

‘carry ... on one’s back’ 

ta 

‘shut (door)’ 


ta 

‘emasculated sheep’ 

til 

‘hold against’ 


ti) 

‘mortar’ 

dii 

‘wild cat’ 


dO 

‘plow* 

tide 

‘wash’ 


tsV 

‘drink’ 

9“ 

‘kick’ 


9" 

‘boat’ 

ka 

‘CL:generic’ 


katfdj 

‘idiot’ 

tSO 

•cloud’ 


tsd 

‘hemp’ 

dzo 

‘water’ 


dzo 

‘wok’ 

fil 

‘village’ 


m 

‘garlic’ 

so 

•die’ 


sd 

‘blood’ 

fO 

‘kou’ 


fd 

‘louse* 

fjn 

‘weasel’ 



‘walk’ 

mo 

‘delicious* 


rna 

•blow’ 

mo 

‘corpse’ 


mo 

‘(animals) bark’ 

me 

‘troop’ 


me 

•fire’ 

nbn 

‘hay’ 


11M 

‘hat’ 

adzo 

‘leopard’ 


ndzo 

‘MOD: knowing how to’ 

uga 

‘seed’ 


ngd 

‘ mie’ 

w 

alcohol 


vd 

•head’ 

ai 

•gold’ 


a) 

‘sickness’ 

la 

•chick’ 


id 

‘deer’ 

utd'o 

‘quick’ 


aid'd 

‘pull’ 

udza 

‘drum’ 


udza 

‘Han people' 


Ersu tone comparison of minimal pairs 



Loanword Phonology 

There is strong evidence that Tibetan and Yi words have been borrowed into Ersu without adaptation. Some 
of the words have exactly the same pronunciation as the Tibetan or Yi words. There is some contention as to 
whether or not this is good enough evidence to say that Ersu people belong to the Tibetan nationality. 

There is also a large amount of Mandarin words borrowed into the Ersu language. These words mainly come 
from the dialect in Mandarin that carries the tone systems of Southwestern Mandarin varieties, henceforth 
referred to as "Mandarin". According to Zhang, the majority of Mandarin loanwords occur in the texts 
relevant to modern times such as long conversations, procedural and autobiographical narratives. In a 
historical context, Mandarin is hardly seen, even as late as the 1980s. 

Ersu generally utilize Mandarin words in two different ways: 

1. Mandarin is directly borrowed without any adaptation, and is rather obvious. This leads to the 
use of nasalized vowels that are borrowed from Mandarin to appear in Ersu everyday speech, 
though it is not originally a part of their phonemic inventory. 

2. They assimilate Mandarin into Ersu by making the former sound very much like Ersu. This 
applies to words that have been borrowed for a longer time, and also the speech of the older 
Ersu speakers over 70 years old. Below are methods that Ersu adapts Mandarin words. 

■ Nasals in the coda of Mandarin are deleted when adapted, 
most likely due to the lack of codas in native Ersu. 

■ When there are diphthongs in Mandarin that are also in 
Ersu, they are directly borrowed. However, for the 
diphthongs that are in Mandarin and not in Ersu, only one 
of the vowels in the Mandarin diphthong is kept. Usually 
only the back vowel is kept. ex. /uo/ in Mandarin is 
adapted to keep the lol in the Ersu lexicon. 

■ lol and IyI in Mandarin always becomes lol in Ersu. 

■ All the tones in Mandarin are transformed to the mid level 
tone in Ersu. 

■ Two notable exceptions are the adaptations of Mandarin words for 'duck' and 'goose'. They are 
open syllables in Mandarin, but are adapted with a nasalized coda and a stressed glottal stop 
at the onset of the word. 


pre loan 

post loan 

Gloat 

pinyin 

Ena 


diangmi 

didkd 

‘(electrical) pole' 

\xinghuo 

ydxd 

‘match’ 

doge 

tdkd 

'the eldest brother’ 

ganltio 

tdJd 

'Gankio (county)' 

Mandarin adaptation into Ersu 


Nouns 


Nouns in Ersu are either monomorphemic or compounded and can be derived from verbs or verb phrases 
through nominialization. Nominalizers come in the form of markers on words such as the agentive marker 
su, purposive marker li, temporal/locative marker £d', and the instrumental/locative marker ta. Many 
kinship terms and directional terms take an a-prefix. They may also bear case markers such as the gentative 
marker yi, accusative marker vd, combative marker p h £, etc. Finally there are six relator nouns found in 
Ersu that follow a head noun and denote either locative or temporal concepts. 

Numeral System 


There are ten cardinal numerals 1-10 and the remainder being compound numerals. Unlike many other 
languages, Ersu does not have a "zero". 





Compound numerals are formed for those numbers larger than ten. 
However, it is not just the sum of the cardinal numbers together to 
form the larger numbers. 

■ numbers from 10 to 19 use base ts h £ (ten) 

■ numbers from 20 to 39 use base ts h i (ten) 

■ numbers from 40 to 99 use base zt (ten) 


NITM 

doss 


•ten (combaing form)+soleeleven’ 



wV+«o 

•ten (combining form)+ ’’threethirteen' 

ttV+rd 

‘ten (combniig form)+fow:fourteen’ 


•ten (combnng form)+five:fifteen’ 


‘ten (combining form)+six:sixteen" 

wV+ejp 

•ten (combining form)+seven:seventeen' 


•ten (combining form Height eighteen’ 

EH 

•ten (combining form)+nine:nineteen' 


Compound number system 10-19 in Ersu 


NUM 

doss 

t9 

‘one’ 

119 

‘two’ 

si 

‘three’ 

zd 

‘four’ 

ijud 

‘five’ 

wrjrm 

‘six’ 

sjn 

‘seven’ 

31 

‘eight’ 

a99 

‘nine’ 


‘ten’ 


Cardinal numbers in Ersu 


i N'UM 
DJ+tSj 
as+tSpU 
DJ+tSpUJ 
m+tfpsi 


doss 

‘two+ten (combining form)twenty' 

•two+ten (combining form)+one:twenty-one’ 
‘two+ten (combining form)+two:twenty-two’ 
‘two+ten (combining form )+three:twenty-three' 


«o+«*7 

«r+rV* ptj 

«r+«*7+.« 


‘three-ten (combining form)thirty’ 

‘three-ten (combining form)+one:thirty-one’ 
•three-ten (combining form)+two:thrty-two’ 
‘three-ten (combining form)+three:th«ly-three’ 


Ersu compound numbers 20-39 

■ numbers larger than 100 are compounds often with three 
bases and there exists no base greater than ten thousand. 


Base 

Gloss 

2X3 

‘hundred’ 

ru 

‘thousand’ 

abotJ 0 

‘ten thousand’ 


Numeral Bases for numbers greater 
than 100 Ersu 





























tY’u 

X 

‘six' 

simple number 

▼ 

abots^o 

‘ten thousand’ 

base 


S W 

‘seven’ 

simple number 

▼ 

tit 

‘thousand’ 

base 

♦ 

SI 

‘eight’ 

simple number 

▼ 

za 

‘hundred’ 

base 

♦ 

zw 

X 

‘two’ 

simple number 

▼ 

n 

‘ten (combining form)’ 

base 

+ 

si 

‘three’ 

simple number 


ts ll u+nbots l, o+STp+tu+jj+za+nJ+zj+sr 67,823 


Process of creating a large complex number in Ersu 
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